A couple of years ago, when I would speak on ethical aspects in economics, I felt often like a voice calling in the desert. With the present global economic crisis, however, it has become much easier for me to address this issue. More and more people realize that this crisis has also to do with common ethical values and standards. One might argue: do we not have laws which need just to be enforced? Sure, solutions to this crisis require all provisions of the law. But laws are not enough. As you know the political will to fight greed, fraud, corruption and self-aggrandizement is often weak, because it is not supported by an ethical will. Laws without morality cannot endure, and no legal provision can be implemented without moral consciousness based on some elementary ethical standards. But is this not just an issue of individual morality? Not at all, it is also an issue of corporate morality and concerns the global market economy as a whole. Hence my first reflection:
three elements, whether it be economics, politics, or morality, does not work, it can cause serious difficulties for the market economy.
Scholars distinguish between three types of failures of the capitalist system (cf. John Dunning, Global Capitalism at Bay, 2001 ):
1. A failure of markets: moral hazard, inappropriate macroeconomic politics, excessive speculation (property and stock market), etc.
2.
A failure of the institutions: inefficient functioning of the regulatory and supervisory systems, an inadequate legal and financial infrastructure, lack of accountability and/or transparency and inadequate standards in financial reporting.
3.
A failure of moral virtues, which lies at the core of the failure of the markets and institutions. Such failures include casino-capitalism and corruption, lack of truthfulness, trust and social responsibility, and excessive greed of the investors or institutions, falsified balance sheets and illegal manipulation of the markets.
Of course, all three dimensions are man-made and can be influenced by men: the markets by the behaviour of customers and the supply-structures, the institutions by wise regulations, enforced standards and transparent self-commitments. People have therefore the moral responsibility to build an adequate institutional framework for the economy.
Obviously ethic is not just the icing on the cake, is not marginal or artificially put on features in shaping global market economy. No, it is justified to talk of a moral framework which is both interactive and interdependent with the economic function of the main institutions of the economic system: markets, governments, civil society and supranational organisations.
One conclusion we can draw is that ethic does not only denote moral appeals, but moral action. Nevertheless a strain is often needed in the economy, as within the contemporary crisis, in order to create the pressure to reform which can turn into a political agenda. I strongly believe that in the long run, the global market economy will only be accepted in the different regions and nations if it is socially acceptable. At this point also the OECD guidelines for multinational enterprises (MNEs) (OECD 2000) deserve to be quoted. Their claims presuppose very specific ethical standards, notably -the claim for disclosure: it requires the will to truthfulness, honesty, transparency.
-the claim for environmental protection, public health, and safety: it requires reverence for life, all life including that of animals and plants;
-the claim to refrain from slush corruption and bribery: it requires both a basic attitude towards justice and fairness and the will to encompass a just economic system; -the claim to avoid any kind of gender, colour or age discrimination at the workplace: it implies the ethical conviction of the partnership of men and women and the necessity for equal rights. Based on these two fundamental principles there are four basic values and standards (Part II) one can find already in the writings of Patanjali, the founder of yoga, but also in the Buddhist Canon and in all major religious and non-religious traditions: not to murder, not to steal, not to lie, not to abuse sexuality. They structure also our Declaration:
-a commitment to a culture of non-violence and reverence for life (cf. Art. 5-6); -a commitment to a culture of fairness and a just economic order (cf. Art. 7-9); -a commitment to a culture of truthfulness and tolerance (cf. Art. 10-11);
-a commitment to a culture of partnership and equal rights of men and women (cf. Art. 12-13). This declaration is not a legally binding document but a moral appeal. The signatories show that they endorse the analyses and suggestions expressed in the Declaration and wish to contribute to the development of an ethical framework for the global economy. But the signatories will not be held accountable for the implementation of any of the demands and suggestions expressed in the text.
The Declaration on a Global Economic
Our Manifesto is not a repressive, but a constructive and helpful document. It provides to everybody in these stormy seas an orientation as a chart to steer by, a map with clear ethical coordinates and finally a compass: a conscience which functions incorruptibly even in crisis, an ethical guideline for the difficult decisions that need to be taken in the harsh reality of everyday life.
